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SYSTEM AND METHOD FOR FIELD UPGRADEABLE SWITCHES BUILT FROM 

ROUTING COMPONENTS 



TECHNICAL FIELD 

The present disclosure relates in general to the field of computer systems, and, 
more particularly, to a system and method for providing field upgradeable switches built from 
routing components in a computer network environment. 
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BACKGROUND 

Computer networking environments such as Local Area Networks (LANs) and 
Wide Area Networks (WANs) permit many users, often at remote locations, to share 
communication, data, and resources. A storage area network (SAN) may be used to provide 
centralized data sharing, data backup, and storage management in these networked computer 
environments. The networks typically employ network switches to provide the routing 
functions necessary for the transmission of data between the various devices connected to the 
network. It is important that the network switch contain enough routing components to fully 
support the devices to which the network switch is connected. If the network switch does not 
contain a sufficient number of routing components, then the network switch may act a 
bottleneck and limit the effective bandwidth of the network. Therefore, as new devices are 
added to the computer network, a network administrator will generally ensure that the 
network switches are large enough to support the added devices. 

Network switches generally posses a fixed internal topology, In other words, 
how the internal components interconnect is predetermined and cannot be changed. 
Therefore, the network switch is designed with a predetermined and fixed bandwidth. As a 
result, if a network switch is no longer sufficient to support the number of network devices to 
which it is attached, then the network switch must be replaced with a larger network switch. 
Generally, the expense of a switch will increase as more routing components are added. 
Thus, a switch that incorporates six routing components will be more expensive than a switch 
that incorporates four routing components. As a result, the process of upgrading a network is 
expensive. In addition, the upgrading a network is wasteful because the replaced network 
switches typically cannot be incorporated into the network. 
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SUMMARY 

In accordance with teachings of the present disclosure, a system and method 
for providing field upgradeable switches built from routing components for a computer 
network environment are disclosed that provide significant advantages over prior developed 
systems. 

A network switch is disclosed that contains the minimum number of routing 
components necessary to provide connections for the number of network devices that it is 
designed to support. Thus, while the network switch can inter-connect the devices, it does 
not provide full bandwidth interconnectivity. The network switch may receive an 
enhancement module. This module contains additional routing components. When the 
module is received by the network switch, the number of effective routing components 
contained in the switch is increased. As a result, the effective bandwidth of the network 
switch is increased. Thus, the network switch is field upgradeable. Network administrators 
who do not need a fiill-bandwidth switch can order the network switch without the module. 
Network administrators may later upgrade their network switch into a fiill-bandwidth switch 
with the module. The network switch is preferably built from ASIC -based routing chips with 
arbitrary routing ports. 

A technical advantage of the present network switch is that it allows a network 
administrator to easily upgrade a network switch without having to perform additional 
hardware or software operations. Another technical advantage of the present network switch 
is that a network administrator may upgrade the network switch without having to incur the 
expense of replacing the network switch with a larger network switch. Another technical 
advantage of the present network switch is that it allows a network administrator to trade off 
bandwidth capability and expense to find the optimal balance for a given network. 

Other technical advantages should be apparent to one of ordinary skill in the 
art in view of the specification, claims, and drawings. 
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BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

A more complete understanding of the present embodiments and advantages 
thereof may be acquired by referring to the following description taken in conjunction with 
the accompanying drawings, in which like reference numbers indicate like features, and 
wherein: 

Figure 1 is a diagram of a 16-port network switch and module; 

Figure 2a is a diagram of the internal topology of a 16-port network switch 
without the module; 

Figure 2b is a diagram of the internal topology of a 16-port network switch 
with the module; 

Figure 2c is a conceptual diagram of the internal topology of a 16-port 
network switch with the module; 

Figure 3 is a diagram of a 32-port network switch and module; 

Figure 4a is a diagram of the internal topology of a 32-port network switch 
without the module; 

Figure 4b is a diagram of the internal topology of a 32-port network switch 
with the module; 

Figure 5 is a diagram of an 8-port network switch and module; 

Figure 6a is a diagram of the internal topology of an 8-port network switch 
without the module; and 

Figure 6b is a diagram of the internal topology of an 8-port network switch 
with the module. 
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DETAILED DESCRIPTION 

Shown in Figure 1 is a sixteen port switch 10, with ports 12, and a module 
interface 14 operable for accepting module 16 such that module 16 is communicatively 
coupled with switch 10. Switch 10 may be any device operable to communicatively couple 
5 networked devices. For example, switch 10 may be serve as a switch operable to filtering or 
forwarding packets of data between networked devices. Thus, switch 10 may operate at the 
data link layer and be responsible for physically passing data from one node to another. 
Switch 10 may also serve as a routing switch and perform routing functions. In this case, 
switch 10 operates at the network layer and is responsible for routing data from one node to 
10 another. Switch 10 may be a router operable to connect computer networks, such as LANs, 
J J SANs or other networks. For example, switch 10 may be operable to use headers and 
[3 forwarding tables to determine packet destinations and communicate with other routers to 

g. Jj 

s j configure the optimal route between any two hosts or nodes. Port 12 may be any interface 
" J suitable for coupling switch 10 to a network device such as a computer system or server. 

1 5 The module interface 14 and module 16 are preferably designed such that the 

fa integration of module 16 may be performed without any additional hardware or software 
configuration. Once module 16 has been received by module interface 14, module 16 is 

q communicatively coupled to switch 10. Thus, coupling module 16 with switch 10 is a simple 
field operation. Switch 10 may contain more than one module interface 14 so that more than 

20 one module 16 may be communicatively coupled to switch 10. The switch 10 shown in 
Figure 1 comprises sixteen ports 12 and is therefore operable to provide interconnections 
between sixteen devices or systems. 

Figure 2a shows the internal topology of the sixteen port switch 10 shown in 
Figure 1 without module 16. Generally, switch 10 comprises one or more routing 

25 components 18 that are operable to communicatively couple devices 22 via interconnections 
or links 20. Routing components 18 are preferably application specific integrated circuit 
(ASIC) based chips. As opposed to general purpose integrated circuits, ASICs are typically 
custom chips designed for a specific application by integrating standard cells from an existing 
library. In this case, the ASIC based chips are designed for routing operations. 
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The switch 10 illustrated in Figure 2a contains four 8-by-8 intermediate 



routing components 18. An 8-by-8 routing component 18 is operable to support eight links 
20. As discussed above, devices 22 may be workstations, computer systems, servers, SAN 
storage devices or any other device suitable for coupling to a computer network. The switch 
5 10 shown in Figure 2a only provides two links 20 between every four pairs of devices 22. 
For example, between computers 22a through 22d and computers 22e through 22h, there are 
only two links 20. Thus, communications between one pair of devices must be transmitted 
through the same link used by another pair of devices. As a result, devices 22 cannot 
communicate with each other at the full network throughput. Accordingly, the switch 10 

f§ shown in Figure 2a only allows for a lean-tree topology, rather than a fat-tree topology, 
because the bandwidth between the routing components is not full. While the switch 10 

13 shown in Figure 2a has enough routing components 18 and associated links 20 to support 

1 1 sixteen devices 22, switch 10 does not have enough routing components 18 to support sixteen 
devices 22 with full bandwidth. 

15 Figure 2b shows the internal topology of the sixteen port switch 10 shown in 

If, Figure 1, wherein module 16 has been coupled to switch 10. Module 16 comprises two 
P additional 8-by-8 routing components 26. The interconnections for communicatively 

12 coupling the routing components 26 of module 10 with the intermediate routing components 
18 of switch 10 may be contained in module 16 or module interface 14. The additional 

20 routing components 26 and links 20 corresponding to module 16 are shown in area 24. 



message transmission bandwidth of switch 10. One measurement of bandwidth is the 
bisectional bandwidth in bytes per second. The incorporation of the additional routing 
components 26 results in an increase in the bisectional bandwidth for switch 10. Bisectional 

25 bandwidth is a common measure of the effectiveness of a computer network's 
interconnectivity. Bisectional bandwidth is generally defined as the minimum bandwidth 
across all the possible planes that can divide a given network into two sets such that each set 
has an equal number of nodes. Alternatively, the bisectional bandwidth may be determined 
by dividing a system in half and counting the number of cut connections that normally would 

30 have allowed one half of the system to communicate with the other half. Thus, the 



One goal of the present network switch is to allow for an increase in the 
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bisectional bandwidth is a worst-case bandwidth measurement. A low bisectional bandwidth 
for a network generally indicates the existence of a bottleneck that limits system throughput. 
A high bisectional bandwidth is desirable because it indicates that data is being transmitted 
between the nodes of the network at a high bandwidth. Due to the increased number of links 
20, the bisectional bandwidth for the switch shown in Figure 2b is higher than that for the 
switch shown in Figure 2a. 

Figure 2c is a conceptual view of the topology of the switch shown in Figure 
2b. As shown in Figure 2c, the two routing components 26 of module 16 effectively add a 
second layer of connections or links, resulting in a fat-tree topology. The switch shown in 
Figures 2 now provides four pairs of links 20 between every four pairs of devices 22. For 
example, there are now four links between computers 22a through 22d and computers 22e 
through 22h. As a result, devices 22 can communicate with each other at the full network 
throughput. In this case, the incorporation of 50% more routing components has doubled the 
bisectional bandwidth of switch 10. Thus, the incorporation of module 16 increases the 
internal connectivity of switch 10 to allow for full bisectional bandwidth. 

The present network switch is not limited to the particular configuration 
shown in Figures 1 through 2. For example, the switch may incorporate more or less routing 
components, or incorporate different types of routing components. Shown in Figure 3 is a 
thirty-two port switch 28, with ports 30, and module interface 32 operable for accepting 
module 34 such that module 34 is communicatively coupled with switch 28. Figure 4a shows 
the internal topology of the thirty-two port switch 28 shown in Figure 3. Similar to switch 10 
shown in Figure 2a, switch 28 also uses 8-by-8 routing components. However, switch 28 
initially contains eight 8-by-8 routing components 34, instead of four. As a result, switch 28 
is operable to support thirty-two devices 38 via ports 30 instead of sixteen. However, while 
the switch 28 has enough intermediate routing components 34 to support thirty-two devices 
38, switch 28 does not have enough routing components 34 to support thirty-two devices 38 
with full bandwidth. In other words, switch 28 does not provide a sufficient number of links 
36 between intermediate routing components 34 to allow devices 34 to communicate with 
each other at the full network throughput. 
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Figure 4b shows the internal topology of the thirty-two port switch 28 shown 



in Figure 3, wherein the module 34 has been coupled to switch 28. Module 34 comprises 
four additional 8-by-8 routing components 42. The interconnections for communicatively 
coupling the routing components 42 of module 34 with the intermediate routing components 
5 34 of switch 28 may be contained in module 34 or module interface 32. The additional 
routing components 42 and links 36 provided by module 34 are shown in area 40. Due to the 
increased number of routing components 34 and 46, and the corresponding increase in links 
36, module 34 has enhanced the internal topology of switch 28. As a result, the bisectional 
bandwidth of switch 28 has been increased. 
}§> The present network switch may also be used for switches that incorporate 

J 1 ' different types of routing components. Figure 5 shows a eight port switch 44, with ports 46 
£3 and module interface 50 operable to receive module 52 such that module 52 is 
Ij communicatively coupled with switch 44. Figure 6a shows the internal topology of the eight 
port switch 28 shown in Figure 5. Instead of using 8-by-8 routing components, switch 44 
15 initially contains four 4-by-4 routing components 54. Each four-by-four routing component 
If: 54 is operable to support four links 56. As a result, switch 44 is operable to support eight 
Cn devices 58 via ports 46. However, while the switch 44 has enough intermediate routing 
q components 54 to support eight devices 58, switch 44 does not have enough routing 
components 54 to support eight devices 58 with full bandwidth. In other words, switch 44 
20 does not provide a sufficient number of links 56 between intermediate routing components 54 
to allow devices 58 to communicate with each other at the full network throughput. 



Figure 5, wherein the module 52 has been coupled to switch 44. Module 52 comprises two 
additional 4-by-4 routing components 62. As discussed above, the interconnections for 

25 communicatively coupling the routing components 62 of module 52 with the intermediate 
routing components 54 of switch 44 may be contained in module 52 or module interface 50. 
The additional routing components 62 and links 56 provided by module 52 are shown in area 
60. Due to the increased number of routing components 54 and 62, and the corresponding 
increase in links 56, module 44 has enhanced the internal topology of switch 44. As a result, 

30 the bisectional bandwidth of switch 44 has been increased. 



Figure 6b shows the internal topology of the eight port switch 44 shown in 
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As discussed above, the disclosed network switch may be used for switches 
that incorporate 4-by-4, 8-by-8, 16-by-16, or any other sized routing component. In addition, 
the disclosed network switch may be used for switches that incorporate any number of 
routing components. Furthermore, the present network switch may be used for any type of 
computer network that utilizes switches and routing components. Thus, the disclosed 
network switch may be applied to any kind of switch design that uses routing components in 
order to increase the connectivity of the switch. 

Although the disclosed embodiments have been described in detail, it should 
be understood that various changes, substitutions, and alterations can be made to the 
embodiments without departing from their spirited scope. 
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